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Memorandum on Low-Performing
Public Schools
October 28, 1997

Memorandum for the Secretary of Education

Subject: Turning Around Low-Performing
Public Schools

Since taking office in 1993, and with your
strong leadership, my Administration has
pursued a comprehensive effort to strength-
en public schools. We have worked to raise
academic standards, promote accountability,
and provide greater competition and choice
within the public schools, including support
for a dramatic increase in charter schools.
Moreover, we have worked to make the in-
vestments necessary to improve teaching and
learning in classrooms across America,
through efforts to keep our schools safe and
free of drugs; to provide students who need
it extra help to master the basics; to increase
parental and community involvement; to re-
cruit, prepare, and provide continuing train-
ing to teachers and reward excellence in
teaching; and to make sure every school has
access to and can effectively use 21st century
technology.

This strategy is starting to produce results.
We know that all students can learn to high
standards, and that every school can succeed
if it has clear instructional goals and high ex-
pectations for all of its students; if it creates
a safe, disciplined and orderly environment
for learning; helps parents be involved in
their children’s education; and uses proven
instructional practices. All schools must be
given the resources, tools, and flexibility to
help every student reach high standards.

Yet, no school improvement strategy can
succeed without real accountability for re-
sults, as measured by student achievement.
Excellent schools and schools that show sig-
nificant improvement must be recognized
and rewarded. At the same time, schools that
demonstrate persistently poor academic per-
formance—schools that fail to make ade-
quate progress in educating all students to
high standards—must be held accountable.
No American child deserves to get a second-
class education. Instead, State and local edu-
cation officials must step in and redesign fail-
ing schools, or close them down and reopen

them with new, more effective leadership
and staff.

A growing number of cities and States
have begun to take these steps. Cities such
as Chicago, San Francisco, Philadelphia, and
New York, and States such as Maryland and
Kentucky identify low-performing schools
and take steps to intervene if these schools
fail to make progress. These steps often in-
clude the implementation of school improve-
ment plans—providing afterschool academic
help to students, strengthening training and
assistance for school staff, creating smaller
and more personal settings, such as schools-
within-schools—and, where necessary, re-
constitution of the school and replacement
of the school principal and other staff.

We must encourage and help more cities
and States to take up the challenge of turning
around low-performing schools and helping
the students they serve get back on the path
to achievement. We can do this by making
widely available information on what works
and what doesn’t, and by ensuring that De-
partment of Education resources are most
productively used for these purposes.

In order to accomplish this, I am directing
the Department of Education to take the fol-
lowing actions within 90 days:

1. Produce and Widely Disseminate
Guidelines on Effective Approaches to
Turning Around Low-Performing
Schools. There is much of value to be
shared from the experiences of cities
and States that already have successfully
intervened in low-performing schools;
from research and development on ef-
fective school improvement practices;
and from business experience in manag-
ing high-performance organizations and
in turning around low-performing com-
panies. We know of several promising
models of reform, ranging from the New
American Schools designs to the Suc-
cess for All program. These lessons must
be summarized in clear and usable
forms, and made widely available to
educators, parents, State and local pol-
icymakers, business leaders, and others
working to improve public education.

2. Help Cities and States Use Existing De-
partment of Education Resources to
Turn Around Low-Performing Schools.
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First, Department of Education pro-
grams should help and encourage more
cities and States to develop and imple-
ment sound, comprehensive approaches
to turn around low-performing schools
and help students in them get a better
education. The Department should de-
velop a plan to provide technical assist-
ance to cities and States seeking to turn
around failing schools. In addition, the
Department should inform cities and
States of how they can use funds from
existing Department programs to sup-
port their objectives. Many programs,
such as Title I, Goals 2000, the Public
Charter Schools Program, and the 21st
Century Schools Program, are well suit-
ed for intervening in failing schools, be-
cause they can be used to provide extra
help to students during and after the
school day; to support high quality pro-
fessional development for teachers; and
to plan and implement effective school
reforms. The Department should en-
sure that local school districts can easily
and effectively access Federal funds
from such programs and use them in an
integrated fashion to support com-
prehensive efforts to improve low-per-
forming schools. Where there are statu-
tory barriers to accomplishing this pur-
pose, such barriers should be identified
so we can work with the Congress to
change them.

Together, these initiatives can help local
school districts turn failing schools into suc-
cessful schools by improving teacher training,
strengthening instructional practices, over-
hauling school management, and implement-
ing schoolwide reforms. They can provide
students who need it with extra help, during
and after school hours. And they can provide
students with additional choices within the
public schools.

William J. Clinton

Statement on the Death of
Representative Walter H. Capps
October 28, 1997

Hillary and I were shocked and deeply
saddened to learn of the death of Represent-

ative Walter Capps. He was a rare soul,
someone able to fuse intense spirituality with
a devotion to his community and country. He
brought constant values, a rare perspective,
and a sense of moral grounding that public
life too often lacks, and will sorely miss. I
will always be grateful for his friendship and
support. Our thoughts and prayers are with
his wife, Lois, his children Lisa, Todd, and
Laura, who has worked with us at the White
House, and their entire family.

Remarks Welcoming President Jiang
Zemin of China
October 29, 1997

President Jiang, Mrs. Wang, members of
the Chinese delegation, welcome to the
White House, and welcome to America. Mr.
President, your visit gives us both an oppor-
tunity and a responsibility. At the dawn of
a new century and a new millennium, let us
strengthen the bonds between us; let us pur-
sue common causes; let us address our dif-
ferences openly and with respect; let us build
a better world for our children.

We admire the progress China has made
in such a short time. Your reforms have lifted
millions from poverty, offering better hous-
ing and better schools. The Chinese people
enjoy today a better standard of living than
at any time in China’s history. China is play-
ing a stronger role in the community of na-
tions, from promoting peace in Korea and
Cambodia to fighting international crime and
drug trafficking. Hundreds of international
organizations now benefit from Chinese par-
ticipation, and we welcome tens of thousands
of Chinese students to the United States
every year. They come to learn, but they also
teach us a lot and they teach a lot, especially,
to our young people with whom they will
shape the future.

Mr. President, our challenge is to build
on this progress for the benefit of China, the
United States, and the world. For even as
we admire the Great Wall of China, we must
work to ensure that fewer and fewer barriers
separate us.

Both our countries can best advance our
interests and our values by working together
rather than standing apart. For together we
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